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“Two Prehistoric Skulls Brought Back 

from the Rio Negro” 

 
      Messieurs, these two skulls originate from ancient cemeteries near the Rio 

Negro. They are representatives of races who lived, and were already extinct, 

before the Spanish conquest. This cranium I am now holding, which shows 

pathological characteristics, was exhumed by me from a sandy, yellowish bed of 

clay that is totally like the Quaternary period silt of the pampas; this type of bed 

forms the ancient discontinuous alluviums of the Rio Negro, which make their 

appearance as knolls or as rims on the river’s edge, like old sandbanks or islands of 

low elevation of an ancient delta. Near this cranium I did not find any bones of 

extinct animals, but a few hundred meters away I discovered some fragments of a 

carapace of a glyptodont, which presented the same exterior appearance. This 

cranium has the same color, and the condition of its bone is completely the same, 

as that of the majority of Quaternary remains. 

 

       Now, this second skull, as you can see, is more modern, but still very old; I 

extracted it from ancient dunes (originally shiftable but which are now solid) 

which in bygone days bordered the islands of the old river at its mouth with the 

Atlantic, near Carmen de Patagones. The first skull was found at a depth of nearly 

4 meters, this second at 2 meters under the sand. This latter skull is deformed after 

the manner of the Aymaras and shows the beginnings of scraping under the 

parietal. These two skulls, I should add, are not representatives of the two races 

which formerly inhabited the Rio Negro near the ocean. 

 

       It is important to note that in the ancient cemeteries adjoining the Rio Negro 

one finds many cranial shapes. The first and oldest is that represented by the 

cranium I just showed you. Now, this race lived, I believe, during the glacial era in 

Patagonia—times nearer to today than those of the glacial époque of Europe. Later 

(but not very much later, I believe), one sees the appearance of a race represented 

by a Neanderthal type, rather similar to the Botocudos, but without having a very 

pronounced flattening and convexity of the skull. The skulls of these two races 

were buried in ancient dunes. Later on, a very prognathous cranial type appeared, 

whose posterior or occipital part of the skull, instead of being very elongated and 

enlarged, is rounded and the base is inclined in front; one finds here both a normal 

type and a deformed type (fronto-parietal deformation). Later still, one sees the 

type known under the name of Aymara (I myself have found more than 100 skulls 

of this type), and they are all blackish. It is difficult to say if this Aymara type is 

contemporaneous  with or came after the  flat-head type, 50 of which one is able to  
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see at the Archeology Museum of Buenos Aires. The more modern types—types 

which have perpetuated themselves up to this day—are the Pampeans and the 

Patagonians or Tehuelches, whose skulls are generally brachycephalic and 

deformed by flattening of the occipital. With respect to these latter races one finds 

many skulls that have been painted red. In the inland grottos where I have 

performed some excavations, the skulls one finds are of the ancient Pampeans. In 

one spot near the Rio Chubut that I excavated I also found more old Pampean 

skulls; but, along with the mummy I discovered at Lago Argentina I mainly came 

across a cacique or Aymaran skull type, rather than a Patagonian type of the living 

races. Incidentally, messieurs, the drawings that decorate the rock shelter where I 

found the mummy are nearly the same as those discovered in Arizona. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 
       Monsieur CHARLES PLOIX (The President of the Anthropology Society of 
Paris). I wholeheartedly thank you, Monsieur Moreno, for your most interesting 

presentation. You should know, messieurs, that Monsieur Moreno’s travels 

throughout Patagonia can truly be described as heroic. We owe nearly all that we 

know of Patagonia to this very courageous explorer, who only escaped death 

thanks to the presence of an extraordinary spirit. (Applause.) 

 

       Doctor ARTHUR BORDIER. I think it worth pointing out the clearly 

syphilitic lesion on one of the skulls you just showed us, Monsieur Moreno, even 

though the person whose skull remains we now behold lived in a time that was 

certainly anterior to the arrival of the Europeans. 

 

       Doctor PAUL TOPINARD. I wish to discuss these two skulls from another 

point of view. They are the oldest authentic skulls of America that we are aware of, 

and most particularly the oldest from the austral region of South America. Both 

skulls originate from the alluviums created by the glacial origin of the Rio Negro 

River. It goes without saying that the word glacial, with respect to this region, is 

not made with allusion to anything analogous to our glacial époque in Europe, for 

we are ignorant of the chronology of the terrane and fauna of Patagonia and the 

Rio de la Plata. However, there is some reason to believe that the alluviums, or 

river beds as the English call them, are considerably old and at least predate the 

Christian era by several thousand years. Now, these two skulls occupied different 

levels in alternate beds of sand, gravel and rolled, striated pebbles; one at a depth 

of 15 feet. Well, both skulls are artificially deformed, and one of them especially, 

as you pointed out, Monsieur Moreno, presents the classic elongated, cylindrical, 

and slanted deformation with its two frontal depressions and post-bregmatic 

characteristics, known under the name of Aymara. 

 

       2 



       This skull then unexpectedly resembles another one, classified as Nahua, 

that’s in our collection, one which Abbé Brasseur of Bourbourg had donated to us 

and which up to now had been regarded as the oldest known example of cranial 

deformation; but, the deformation in this case is different: it is one created by 

antero-posterior and raised compression. 

 

       Nearly all of the cranial deformations widespread throughout the two 

Americas today or in recent times can be categorized under two fundamental types: 

one being elongated, the other flattened from front to back; and here it turns out 

that these two types are already represented on the two oldest authentic American 

skulls that we possess. There is something else most curious, messieurs. The two 

deformed skulls were found far removed from one another: the Aymaran one you 

showed us, Monsieur Moreno, hails from the confines of Patagonia, whereas the 

one provided us by Abbé Brasseur comes from the outskirts of Palenqué in 

Mexico. It appears therefore that the custom of deforming the skull and its two 

principal modes originates in America from however far back in time as we 

succeed in recovering remains of man there. 

 

       The other skull you showed us, Monsieur Moreno, the one found at a depth of 

15 feet, is also deformed, but the kind of deformation it was subjected to is 

different. It is not the usual Aymara type, but rather the frontal deformation 

inclines gradually from the base of the forehead up to the vertex, which is similar 

to the Toulousian deformation that Doctor Broca talked about in his presentation to 

us last year. Incidentally, should it be said that this skull possesses something of a 

Neanderthaloid quality, this is an error; it is, in reality, greatly deformed. 

 

       But, this reminder of the Neanderthal leads me to the second point I wish to 

discuss—that is, the 50 nearly life-size photographs of skulls that you offered us, 

Monsieur Moreno, after the last Universal Exposition, and which I have circulated. 

 

       It is important to note that Monsieur Moreno’s discoveries deal with, as I call 

them, three kinds of skulls or stages: 1) modern skulls, corresponding to ones of 

the Tehuelches or present-day Patagonians as well as to ones of the Puelches of the 

Araucanian race, who live more to the north; 2) skulls dating back several 

centuries, excavated from levels where one still finds polished stone and sharpened 

arrowheads, characteristics of and springing from the celebrated paraderos; and   

3) the oldest skulls yet, extracted from grottos that are often encrusted with 

calcareous stalactites, or found in alluviums, like the two shown to us today. 

 

      Now, in your photographs, Monsieur Moreno, it’s clear that besides normal 

skulls you also found  deformed skulls of  many shapes, some in the manner of  the  

 

 

       3 



two that I have dwelled on, some otherwise. Among the normal skulls, three 

principal types are observed, plus cases of apparent or obvious crossbreeding. The 

first type is both brachycephalic and hypsicephalic; Monsieur Moreno attributes 

this type to the present-day, widespread Tehuelches and to their more or less 

distant ancestors. The second type, which is dolichocephalic, I myself have 

highlighted in my book on Anthropologie; it approximates the Eskimo type, and    

it manifests itself especially in the prehistoric paraderos and in the grottos.        

The third type, likewise dolichocephalic, is also platycephalic; with its sunken 

parieto-occipital region, quite prominent supraciliary arches, and very receding 

forehead, it corresponds exactly to the skull type of the Neanderthal. I have, as I 

indicated, circulated photographic examples of each of these cases, and of this 

latter  case  there  are  six  or  seven  that  are  shown  in  profile. 

 

       One wonders if the Neanderthal in Quaternary times will prove to have been 

accidental in Europe, and if its real motherland will instead turn out to be the 

austral regions of South America. The authors of Crania ethnica have taken great 

pains to assemble some cases of Neanderthal man having inhabited Europe; by 

contrast, such cases are frequent in Patagonia.  

 

       Doctor JACQUES BERTILLON, Sr. I wish to draw our attention to the first 

skull that you showed us, Monsieur Moreno. It seems to me extremely likely that 

the osteitis which we see profound traces of in this skull is syphilitic. This osteitis 

had evidently been of long duration, and I don’t see that anything but syphilis 

could have been the cause of it. The general shape of this skull is not less 

remarkable. Doctor Topinard, a few minutes ago you said that it is deformed; this 

is an opinion in which I have difficulty sharing: is the skull of the Neanderthal ever 

passed for as being deformed? Indeed, messieurs, I don’t see on this skull the 

flattened areas which accompany artificial deformation and which are so visible, 

notably on the deformed skulls of the Aymara. 

 

       Now, we can see that this skull presents transversely a kind of wide groove; 

but, a similar anomaly is often met with in modern skulls that have not been 

deformed; in fact, sometimes one sees it traversing the skin on baldheaded 

individuals. 

 

       Nonetheless, there is no question that this skull is extremely asymmetrical. It is 

almost bent along the direction of its length; the middle is tilted towards one side, 

and the external occipital apophysis does not lie on the axis of the skull. 

 

       Doctor ERNEST HAMY. I find, Monsieur Moreno, that the second skull you 

showed  us, which  is  dark-colored, calls to  mind  trait  by  trait  the  skulls  of  the  
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Aymara. It is strange to see the same skull deformation used in Patagonia and 

Mexico, two geographical points located such a great distance from each other. I 

would like to know, Monsieur Moreno, the exact stratum where you found this 

skull. 

 
       Monsieur FRANCISCO MORENO. As I indicated earlier, it came from 

ancient sand dunes which today are solidified; they are located near the ancient 

islets of the Rio Negro. The skull was excavated from violet-colored sand at a 

depth of 10 feet. 

 

       Doctor ERNEST HAMY. Among the American skull shapes, there is one 

which especially merits our attention: this is the cubic type. The skull that Morton 

deposited in the museum at Philadelphia belongs to this type. Two members of the 

scientific expedition of Mexico have also observed this shape in that country, in 

trenches that had been dug. 

 

       Doctor PAUL TOPINARD. We should also recall the Monsieur Florentine 

Ameghino published earlier this year in the Revue d’anthropologie a memoir 

where it resulted that in the Argentine Republic man was contemporaneous to 

animal species, such as the giant armadillos, that nowadays are extinct. The 

remains found by him at a great depth, below alternate layers of marl, sand and 

clay, mixed with worked goods and the bones of extinct edentates, belonged to a 

small, old woman, and presented signs of osseous alterations and deterioration. 

These have been determined in Doctor Broca’s laboratory. 

 

       Doctor PAUL BROCA. We ought to be reserved with regard to the geological 

chronology of America in general, and notably with that of South America. Even 

in Europe, where records are already so numerous, we possess uncertainty over a 

certain number of regions. All the more reason, messieurs, why doubt is in order 

whenever we speak of a part of the world such as South America, which is even 

less understood from the geological point of view. 

 

       What we can say at present, though, is that no rigorous zoological parallel 

exists between the two continents. For example, we know that the mastodon still 

roamed North America in the Quaternary period. 

 

       However, we have great interest in knowing to what period the cubically 

deformed skull you spoke about, Doctor Hamy, dates back, a skull which seems    

to me to be characteristic, because it looks like it can be confirmed that there 

existed relations between two distant populations that shared one with the other   

an identical practice. Now, the  deformation  that  we  have  before our  eyes  today 
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appears to me like the one of the macrocephalic skulls of the Crimea, which one 

finds along the Danube and also in the Jura. We know that probably there were 

extensive communications between Europe and America in the Tertiary period; 

but, up to now nothing has been established that such communications also existed 

in the Quaternary period. 

 

       As for the traces of osteitis on the first skull you showed us, Monsieur 

Moreno, traces that Doctor Bertillon and Doctor Bordier remarked upon, I believe 

that they were not caused by tuberculosis or trauma; instead, I think like you, 

Doctor Bordier, that tertiary syphilis will prove to be the sole cause. No doubt, 

messieurs, you recall the skulls of children that have been brought back from Peru, 

and on them one will ascertain lesions that are attributable to the same cause. This 

first skull you produced today, Monsieur Moreno, seems to me to be more 

demonstrative yet. If it were the only one that we had in this category, one might 

delay before pronouncing a verdict; but, it must not be forgotten that we already 

have many others that are conclusive in the same sense. Nevertheless, a formal 

affirmation as to the cause of this skull’s osteitis seems premature. 

 

       Additionally, I do not think that syphilis has been, as some maintain, 

transmitted from America to Europe. The Latin poets have described this malady 

with a certain degree of complacency, and not one surgeon today will contend that 

syphilis had not existed on our continent a long time before Christopher Columbus. 

 

       Doctor ARTHUR BORDIER. Your point is will taken, Doctor Broca. I recall 

observing presumably syphilitic lesions on Polynesian skulls that were on display 

in the anthropology gallery of the 1878 Universal Exposition. At the same time 

Doctor Prunières exhibited some prehistoric pieces that evidenced the same 

lesions. 
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